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“The emancipation of women prevails. Her weapons? Perseverance, study, work, sacrifice, and
abnegación, and the principal of all these, her own femininity.” 1 So declared the unnamed author
of a 1930 editorial published in the Mexican newspaper El Nacional during a key period of
women’s mobilizing in the country. The article, in its proclamation of liberatory advances one
decade after the conclusion of the Mexican Revolution (1910–20), nevertheless cites
conservative feminine ideals—such as abnegación, which promoted selflessness and selferasure—that circumscribed women to familial and domestic duties. Still, its prescient awareness
of gender as a tool that one might wield in service of feminist gains evinces the shifting terrain of
traditional social roles in Mexico’s early postrevolutionary decades.
For the actor, writer, and theater patron Antonieta Rivas Mercado (1900–1931) and the painter
María Izquierdo (1902–1955), the understanding of femininity as performative in nature,
alongside their interests in playing out other formations of womanhood through their work,
proved instrumental as they navigated the patriarchal confines of modern Mexican culture. Rivas
Mercado, through her involvement with the Teatro de Ulises (1928–29), a short-lived,
experimental theater project she funded and whose creative direction she was pivotal in defining,
created a progressive arena for the enactment of women’s emancipation. The young actor
engaged avant-garde currents in European theater, celebrated collaborative forums for cultural
activity, and obscured the boundaries of reality and on-stage fictions as a means of inhabiting
complex feminine roles. In the company’s 1928 presentation of Eugene O’Neill’s “Ligados”
(Welded), for example, Rivas Mercado played the role of an actress and one half of a romantic
and creative relationship opposite her on-stage partner, a playwright portrayed by the poet
Gilberto Owen. In documentation from their performance, Rivas Mercado stretches her arms
wide across the stage, commands attention, takes up space, and enjoys the ways in which the
drama allowed her, a progressive feminist, to assume the spotlight in a role not far from her own.
Through her adjacent work as a writer, translator, benefactor, organizer, and promoter of
Mexican culture abroad, Rivas Mercado located various creative ventures in which to assert her
artistic vision and intervene in the masculinist formation of national modernity.
Izquierdo, for her part, limned agency and liberation within the fictive space of painting. Across
dozens of images from her series of carpas, or itinerant sideshows, the artist depicted women
circus entertainers who epitomized feminist ideals of fearlessness, valiance, and defiance. In one
example from this group, La cirquera from 1932, Izquierdo constructed a scene of gendered
emancipation in which a poised circus performer balances confidently atop a white horse.
Depicted from behind, the impressive equestrian stands in as a surrogate everywoman who
enacts feminist ideals of confidence, self-determination, and an intrepid spirit inside the circus
ring. Alongside this resignification of female forms in her works, Izquierdo likewise deployed
concepts of performativity in her own life to rehearse different realities and realize artistic
success.
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Beginning in the late 1920s, these two figures found support for their progressive visions of
womanhood through their affiliations with the Contemporáneos, a loosely tethered coterie of
collaborators who challenged the parameters of cultural nationalism and broadened narrow
visions of mexicanidad. This “grupo sin grupo,” as the writer Xavier Villaurrutia once described
it, embraced gender expressions and sexualities beyond their normative constructions, from
pelonas and dandies to covert and conspicuous queer identifications alike.2 Through the
publication of literary reviews, including their namesake journal Contemporáneos: revista
mexicana de cultura (1928–31), and the production of anthologies, exhibitions, and theatrical
works, this open-ended collective staked out an alternative position from which to shape modern
Mexican culture. In the case of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, their involvements with the
Contemporáneos offered a network of support through which to reorient the gendered logics that
otherwise regulated their art and lives.
This essay argues that, in finding their respective places within the evolving Contemporáneos
circle and Mexico’s cultural landscape more broadly, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo invoked
themes of theatricality, performativity, spectacle, and fiction to trouble social norms and create
greater opportunities for agency and involvement. Where Rivas Mercado performed within
actual theatrical spaces and Izquierdo, through her paintings, envisioned the daring world of
carpas, both women explored the language of performance and its detachment from everyday
reality to stage novel conceptions of gender and sexuality. In this way, the two figures’
engagements with the stage and its unbounded possibilities informed their fuller understandings
of femininity as performed and as a strategic weapon, to recall the opening passage. This nascent
approach enabled them to rescript gender roles and their symbolic associations, while also
bringing to life their own personal visions—whether through their art or out in the world—for
feminist futures and presents.
In Character: Antonieta Rivas Mercado and the Teatro de Ulises
By the beginning of 1927, by choice and by chance, Rivas Mercado found herself separated from
two men with significant influence over her life. The young intellectual had returned to Mexico
City just months earlier, following nearly three years living in Paris and Madrid with her young
son, sister, and father, the prominent Porfiriato architect Antonio Rivas Mercado. She had left
behind a tumultuous marriage with Albert Blair, a British-U.S. engineer who, by most accounts,
did not support her academic interests, even going so far as to burn the avid learner’s collection
of books.3 Upon her return to Mexico’s capital city, Rivas Mercado initiated divorce proceedings
against her husband and, shortly thereafter, dealt with the sudden death of her father. The former
event left her with newfound independence and partial custody of her child, and the other with
tremendous grief and, incidentally, a great deal of wealth that would drive her subsequent
creative ventures.
As fate would have it, mere months later, the twenty-six-year-old Rivas Mercado encountered
the cohort of novelists, poets, artists, and actors—the soon-to-be-named Contemporáneos—who
banded around a fledgling, experimental theater project, the Teatro de Ulises, and its eponymous
journal, Ulises: Revista de curiosidad y crítica (1927–28).4 Rivas Mercado’s knowledge of and
enthusiasm for performance helped to expand the cultural aims of this circle, which provisionally
adopted the name Ulises, and created a platform for the early formation of its collective identity.
In return, she found a collaborative environment that departed from the masculinist and heroic
discourse of cultural nationalism in Mexico and welcomed new modes of social participation.
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In popular memory, Rivas Mercado’s creative involvement with this faction of intellectuals is
routinely underestimated, with most accounts positioning her solely as the group’s wealthy
benefactor. As Kristin Pesola outlines in her monographic study, Rivas Mercado’s cultural and
intellectual legacy has largely been eclipsed by sensationalized aspects of her life, such as her
romantic relationship with José Vasconcelos during his 1929 presidential campaign or her
eventual death by suicide in Paris in the Notre-Dame cathedral on February 11, 1931. 5 Such
abbreviated versions of her biography, which remain commonplace to this day, overlook the
wide scope of Rivas Mercado’s cultural and feminist pursuits, and implicitly confine her
achievements to a life made possible by the financial successes of her late father. In contrast, this
article, in surveying the activities of the Ulises group, aims to recover Rivas Mercado’s activities
in and around it in order to posit the various tactics she employed to internationalize Mexican
modernisms and trouble gendered expectations in the process.
In the months leading up to the Teatro de Ulises’s debut performance in January 1928, Rivas
Mercado gathered many of the intellectuals who would come to form the Contemporáneos circle
in her home in search of new parameters for Mexican culture. Her connection to these figures
originated from her contact with Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, the bisexual painter whom she met
following her return to Mexico City and for whom she developed a deep, yet ultimately
unrequited romantic attachment. Rodríguez Lozano introduced Rivas Mercado to two of her
most important collaborators on the Teatro de Ulises: the writers Villaurrutia and Salvador Novo,
who later referred to Rivas Mercado as the “soul” of the group. 6 The newly divorced mother
began to host cultural salons at her home in the Colonia Guerrero neighborhood, where the ideas
behind the Ulises theater and journal first came into being. 7 Rivas Mercado’s background in
performance made her an ideal figure to hatch a forward-thinking theater program. In her youth,
she trained in singing, classical dance, and multiple languages, and through international travel
was exposed to trends in European theater, including those pioneered by Paris’s Grand Guignol
and Théâtre de l’Atelier. Subsequently, in her home, Rivas Mercado gathered emergent
playwrights, poets, actors, set designers, painters, musicians, and critics to, as writer Andrés
Henestrosa recalled, “converse, read books, listen to music, [and] review the national history in
search of the real, definite meaning of Mexican culture.”8 Through these events, Rivas Mercado
fostered a shared vocabulary for the enactment of a modernism that reflected broader avantgarde currents.
The transformation of Rivas Mercado’s home into a locus of creative activity corresponded with
her interest in expanding the rhetoric of domesticity and challenging restrictive gender norms—
activities that coincided with broader political advances for Mexican women during this period.
While other notable figures, including Diego Rivera and Guadalupe Marín (and later, following
their separation, Frida Kahlo), also doubled the use of their households as creative milieus, the
extent to which Rivas Mercado converted the domestic realm into a cultural space reflected, in
part, her recently won status as a single mother. As a newly separated woman, Rivas Mercado
epitomized an image of the modern woman who reshaped her traditional role as a wife, mother,
and household laborer. Her ability to gain independence from a controlling relationship owed
partly to revolutionary women’s activism in support of the Divorce Law of 1914, which shifted
the meaning of divorce from a separation to a legal annulment and attenuated the Church’s
influence over family relations (despite the fact that men exercised this right with greater
frequency).9 Still, women like Rivas Mercado would go on to fulfill Carlos Monsiváis’s
estimation that “if women can separate from men, autonomy is already conceivable.” 10 Mexican
women made additional legal gains in 1927, the year after the dissolution of Rivas Mercado’s
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marriage, when amendments to the civil code granted spouses equal grounds to pursue divorce
and permitted women to leave their parental homes at the same age as men. 11 Amid these
moments of social reform, Rivas Mercado modeled a life of independence and autonomy beyond
the confines of marriage and subverted the image of the traditional homemaker. (“A wife and
mother in the traditional Mexican way, Antonieta could not be,” wrote Henestrosa. 12) Thus, at
the same time that the connections between marriage, maternity, and domesticity began to break
down, so too did Rivas Mercado demonstrate a fluid approach to her own inhabited roles of
salonnière, cultural benefactor, actor, and mother. Through her work hosting periodic gatherings
in her living room and the initial rehearsals for the Teatro de Ulises, she leveraged her
independence and shifted her household space from a limitation to an arena of possibility.

Figure 1. Julio Castellanos, Antonieta Rivas Mercado, 1927.
Oil on cardboard, 135 x 82 cm. Location unknown.

The artist Julio Castellanos, who collaborated on the sets for the Teatro de Ulises and became a
central member of the Contemporáneos, painted Rivas Mercado’s portrait during this same
period of abundant creative activity (Figure 1). The almost life-size image shows the young
patron seated with her arms crossed over her lap. She wears her hair in the cropped style of
pelonas, the decidedly modern women of the mid-1920s who popularized short haircuts as a
symbol of liberation, in spite of the backlash and violent threats they received.13 Rivas Mercado
sits before two overlapping stone walls that fill the shallow pictorial space. While they perhaps
belong to an architectural facade, their irregular shape and the gap between them alternatively
suggest the portable walls of an artificial stage set. Together with the strong shadows indicative
of stage lighting and Rivas Mercado’s position on a piece of household furniture, the image
creates an ambiguous setting that simultaneously evokes notions of exterior and interior, reality
and fiction, street corner and stage. One imagines that Rivas Mercado, her gaze focused away
from the viewer, glances off-stage toward the wings or an adjacent audience. Through this
portrait, which was later reproduced in the February 1929 issue of the Contemporáneos journal,
viewers see Rivas Mercado rehearsing the role of both subject and performer, constructing her
self-image in the context of theatrical space and the gaze(s) cast upon her.
As members of the Ulises group solidified their journal and theater, they prioritized new models
of experimentation and collectivity that departed from conventional structures of hierarchy and
singular creative direction. Rivas Mercado, together with her co-financier, the arts patron María
Luisa Block, created a setting where painters, poets, and novelists from diverse backgrounds
could collaboratively carry out theatrical productions. Like many of her fellow participants who
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assumed multiple, concurrent roles, Rivas Mercado had her hands in myriad aspects of the
productions, serving as a creative director, translator, actor, spokeswoman, and more. While she
received praise for her on-stage roles, her work behind the scenes saw scant acknowledgement,
both during her lifetime and in the decades since. Instead, Rodríguez Lozano claimed
responsibility for shaping the Teatro de Ulises in its earliest months, even insisting, in 1949, that
“if the Teatro de Ulises in Mexico was founded, it was because I wanted it to be.”14 His claim
contradicts that of Rivas Mercado, who explained decades earlier that her interests in creating a
theatrical venue originated in the middle of 1926, around the time of her return from Europe,
when “the need to make theater, to have good theater, was pressing.”15 Sergio Téllez-Pon, too,
refutes Rodríguez Lozano’s assertion on the basis that, by the time the company came together,
his points of reference for contemporary European theater had become quite dated. 16 Rather,
Téllez-Pon credits Rivas Mercado, together with Novo, for advising the group and paving the
way for its relationship with foreign avant-gardes. And yet, pursuing one answer to who
pioneered the company’s identity eclipses its groundbreaking nature—for in reality, it was the
group’s collaborative spirit, egalitarian ethos, and de-centering of a single figurehead that
enabled it to push Mexican theater into innovative and uncharted directions.
Over the course of the Teatro de Ulises’s short seven-month duration, the company challenged
the traditional modes of performance and delivery that had become inscribed within the national
canon. From its debut in January 1928, the group offered a theatrical expression at odds with the
popular forms of theater of the decade, which favored vaudeville, slapstick comedy, operetta,
and melodramatic works, with the latter two forms, as Frank Dauster explains, perpetuating
classical Spanish influence. 17 Hence, Lazo described Mexico’s theatrical precedent as the “lethal
routine of a false tradition,” in contrast to the Ulises group’s interest in forging new points of
cosmopolitan and international reference.18 With the arrival of the Teatro de Ulises, the
experimental program represented, in Henestrosa’s estimation, “a wakeup call in a sleepy
environment” and “an invitation to open one’s eyes to the world, to the burgeoning theater.” 19
The company looked past sentimental or caricatural works and instead prioritized new forms of
drama, sincerity of theatrical delivery, scripts by foreign-born authors, and an understanding of
the rehearsal process as creative and generative rather than prescriptive.
According to Pesola, the group also broadened the available pool of talent, which at the time was
dominated by “the rigid and highly commercialized star-system that ruled the Mexican stage,”
not to mention the popularity of vedettes and vaudeville performers. 20 The Teatro de Ulises
promoted a new generation of actors, including members of the Contemporáneos like Novo,
Owen, and Rivas Mercado, as well as newcomers such as Emma Achondo, Isabela Corona, Lupe
Medina de Ortega, and Clementina Otera. The theater’s initial venue likewise broke from
tradition: after the group’s rehearsals in Rivas Mercado’s living room, the members transformed
a home rented at calle de Mesones 42 in the historic center into an intimate theater that
accommodated fifty invited guests. In the summer, the theater opened itself to larger audiences
when it took up temporary residence at the Teatro Virginia Fábregas, a sizable commercial
theater in Colonia San Rafael, where it mounted performances before a wider public until the
company disbanded in July 1928.
While the Teatro de Ulises gained considerable press for its avant-garde forays, a wave of
disparaging reviews contributed to the theater’s short lifespan. From the beginning, critics
accused the theater of promoting a repertoire of universal, rather than nationalist appeal. 21 Other
commentary remarked on the unusual experience of viewing the performances, noting the
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peculiarities of the venue at calle de Mesones 42, the use of a curtain drawn across the stage, and
the absence, as was routine in Mexico City, of a bell to call audiences to their seats.22 The
general inability of critics to engage with the content that the Ulises circle put forth testifies at
once to the group’s departure from theatrical traditions and to the formation of rigid criteria for
what critics deemed suitable under the nationalist rubric of postrevolutionary culture.
Despite these accusations, the Ulises circle never entirely abandoned local concerns, but rather
absorbed narratives that responded, if more abstractly, to the social realities of modern Mexico.
Their choice of theatrical works by such playwrights as Jean Cocteau, Eugene O’Neill, and
Claude Roger-Marx enabled them to stage the possibility of a cultural position that extended
beyond its national confines and took into account a broader range of perspectives. The group’s
members mounted and published texts that offered counternarratives of the Revolution, limned
mythology and folklore, related foreign literature to their own situations, and pushed beyond the
scope of the accepted postrevolutionary record. They presented theater that spanned personal
experiences and collective crises and provided an outlet beyond the heroic and melodramatic.
Through the lens of experimentation, they expanded both conventional modes of theatrical
production and the kinds of stories that belonged within the self-image of the modern nation. For
women, who, in the words of Adriana Zavala, saw their presence in Mexican society reduced to
archaic “templates of ideal femininity” both during and after the Revolution, this kind of theater
project opened up roles beyond those available on the traditional stage or in daily life. 23 Indeed,
the Teatro de Ulises welcomed and was made possible by visionary women who saw the
potential of theater to transform a society whose postrevolutionary government walked back its
revolutionary promises of women’s emancipation.
Throughout her time with the Ulises group, Rivas Mercado took advantage of performance as a
means of staging a liberated self. According to Vicky Unruh, “her propensity for masking . ...
constituted an apt bond with the Contemporáneos writers, some of whom negotiated their
coming-out as homosexuals . ... with leadership roles in the growing cultural bureaucracy.” 24
Numerous descriptions of Rivas Mercado from the late 1920s reveal how she envisioned her life
as a sustained character study, dramatizing and downplaying aspects of her identity as she saw
fit. The journalist Fernando Ramírez de Aguilar (writing under the pseudonym Jacobo
Dalevuelta) noted in an early review of the Teatro de Ulises that Rivas Mercado “inhabited her
role so intensely that in many moments she could succeed in erasing the idea of fiction.”25 This
collapse of the real and the performative, which Castellanos thematized in his 1927 portrait (see
Figure 1), appears to have operated in both directions, with many observers likewise
characterizing Rivas Mercado’s ordinary presence as what Unruh calls “a self-aware
performance.”26 Rivas Mercado, it seems, embraced the performativity of the everyday as a
strategy that allowed her to navigate the traditionally masculine realm of Mexican culture;
indeed, the transformation of her own home into a cultural salon and rehearsal studio, as well as
the origins of the theater within domestic space, reflect these blurred lines of private and public
selves. Rivas Mercado commented on her and her peers’ commitment to preparation and
perfection, insisting upon the importance of “carefully choosing the works, rigorously
memorizing the parts, [and] painstakingly studying the staging. In short, leaving nothing to
chance.”27 This methodical ethos mirrors the ways that Rivas Mercado chose to fashion herself
in response to the then-limited cultural and social opportunities that characterized earlytwentieth-century Mexico. Through the promotion of an experimental theater program and
simultaneous assumption of a performative persona in her everyday life, she found a way to
imbue new modes of being into both the stage and her vision of modern womanhood.
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In her work championing the Teatro de Ulises, Rivas Mercado opened an arena for innovative
theatrical approaches and progressive social roles. In February 1928, shortly after the theater’s
debut, she published an article titled “La mujer mexicana” in the Madrid newspaper El Sol. In it,
she discussed what she perceived as women’s limited influence on Mexican society due to a
“strange concept of female virtue that consists of a ‘do-nothingness’ [un ‘no hacer.’]”28 By
calling out the constraints posed by traditional social ideals for women, Rivas Mercado
highlighted the need for a new feminine symbolic order. She ruptured gendered stereotypes of
abnegación, submission, and idleness to not only imagine, but also embody feminine possibility.
In and outside of the theater, she tried on methods of motherhood, marriage, patronage, and
professional success that troubled accepted archetypes for the quintessential Mexican woman.
Thus, through her support of the Ulises group and essential place within it, Rivas Mercado
created an alternative arena in which to write her own feminist present.
María Izquierdo’s Balancing Acts

Figure 2. María Izquierdo, Untitled Nude, ca. 1929. Location unknown.

María Izquierdo published four images in the September 1929 issue of Contemporáneos: one
still life, two portraits of men, and a striking nude (Figure 2). In this now-lost painting, the
female subject perches on the edge of a bed, one arm pulling her leg toward her, the other lodged
into the tousled floral bedding. Her hunched posture, angular pose, lopsided breasts, and creased
stomach embrace the irregularity and asymmetry of the body at rest. The figure’s head cocks to
the side and gazes beyond the frame, her eyes highlighted by smoky rings of makeup. A small
table behind her displays a portrait of a male general, an unlit candle, and a bottle of wine with
its cork wedged in midway. By the side of the bed lie piles of clothes discarded during what one
presumes has been a sexual encounter. Izquierdo compiled an unromantic image of the postcoital subject who lingers among the spoiled signs of sexual activity. Women, Izquierdo seemed
to imply, have other lives, other moments, beyond that of the romantic object, a self that outlives
the erotic male gaze. The solitary subject registers the weight of womanhood in a world built on
the wants and desires of men, yet at the same time, she defies the roles in which women in
Mexico have traditionally been cast. Much like Izquierdo herself, this painting engages a modern
femininity liberated from the persistent tropes of timeless allegory or idealized erotic symbol.
Izquierdo’s decision to feature this nude in Contemporáneos provides insights into her
perception of the artistic and literary circle that had formed around the journal and the ways she
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utilized her position within it to navigate the rigid cultural environment in Mexico. The artist’s
time with the Contemporáneos marked a turning point in her career, providing a public platform,
an artistic community beyond the dominant nationalist discourse, and the stimulus to develop a
body of work that re-signified the female form. This moment marked an active period in which
Izquierdo, as Zavala has argued, “appropriated and reformulated dominant, male, heterosexist
nationalism.”29 The artistic position that Izquierdo defined through her affiliation with the
Contemporáneos anticipated her exploration of an unrestrained femininity in her carpas series, a
group of paintings in which female performers achieve bold technical feats, support one another,
and transgress expectations of submissiveness and marianismo. These images thematize the
importance of spectacle for Izquierdo: as a subject of cultural debates, the painter relied on the
strategic performance of femininity and mexicanidad to navigate the gendered artistic terrain of
the postrevolutionary period, while through her art, she envisaged liberated women who troubled
their masculinist environs through the theatrical space of the circus. Playing into and against
these varied positions, Izquierdo visualized fantastical scenes of performance from which a new
feminine logic could emerge.
Izquierdo’s publication of the untitled nude in Contemporáneos in 1929 coincided with a
moment of patriarchal and paternalistic attempts to control her place within the cultural
landscape. Earlier in the year, Izquierdo entered the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes (ENBA)
and met Rivera, then the school’s director, who subsequently claimed to have “discovered” the
up-and-coming painter and endeavored to subsume her into the prevailing nationalist discourse
of a true Mexican art. Rivera wrote two essays on Izquierdo and arranged for an early exhibition
of her work at La Nueva Galería de Arte Moderno; his support, however, also sparked outrage at
ENBA, as evidenced by a jolting incident where students tossed buckets of water at Izquierdo as
she fled from the school.30 While these precarious few months of support by the muralist ignited
Izquierdo’s awareness of herself and her art as part of broader national and cultural debates, they
also spurred her creation of a deliberate professional persona and aesthetic approach. In fact,
Zavala contends that Izquierdo was “astute in allowing herself and her work to be ‘claimed’ by a
cultural agent as powerful as Rivera while simultaneously integrating herself into the
Contemporáneos circle.”31 From this dilemma, Izquierdo emerged with a sense of the obstacles
and openings that would limit or enable her success as an artist.
The reproduction of Izquierdo’s nude portrait in Contemporáneos and, three months later, in an
essay authored by Rivera illustrates the ways that she strategically negotiated her place within
competing cultural groups. With the Contemporáneos circle, Izquierdo found a network of
artistic and literary figures who aspired to broaden the parameters of Mexican culture, undermine
notions of artistic hegemony, and introduce difference as part of the national visual language.
She likely grew acquainted with the Contemporáneos toward the end of 1928 through her
relationship with the painter, and soon her partner, Rufino Tamayo. 32 Izquierdo’s spread in
Contemporáneos, the only solo feature by a woman artist across the journal’s forty-three issues,
was titled simply, “Óleos de María Izquierdo.”33 The section omitted interpretive text, as was
customary for the review, and offered an unmediated look at four recent paintings by the artist.
One imagines that this non-didactic format would have appealed to Izquierdo, as it provided a
rare opportunity for her work to speak and be received on its own terms.
In December 1929, the same nude reappeared in a five-page spread on Izquierdo in the Englishlanguage magazine Mexican Life. The piece reproduced and translated an essay that Rivera had
written for Izquierdo’s first solo exhibition the month prior. Rivera’s calculated praise framed the
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reception of Izquierdo’s nude and a selection of her other portraits that spanned the feature:
“This girl [Izquierdo] possesses the handsome sharpness of an already ripe spirit,” he wrote.34
“Her person is like her painting: classically Mexican.”35 Rivera attempted to use Izquierdo’s
artworks, her gender, and—as his physical descriptions of the painter reveal—her appearance as
fodder for the definition of an authentic, nationalist, and timeless Mexican art. In the context of
Rivera’s words, Izquierdo’s nude functions as an unintended proxy for the painter’s own
consumption by masculinist discourse. An image created to record the aftermath of masculine
desire maps her own exploitation by Rivera, a figure who, shortly thereafter, would disown
Izquierdo’s aesthetic approach and even sabotage a mural commission that she received in
1945.36 The female nude, therefore, functions like a surrogate for the artist herself, its repetition
across two printed contexts reenacting the double-edged nature of Izquierdo’s absorption by
cultural factions.
Throughout her career, and especially in its early stages, Izquierdo demonstrated a keen
awareness of how her ambitions as an independent woman and artist related to and could be
advanced by her perception by other cultural figures. This intimacy with not only a liberated selfimage, but also the spheres in which it might flourish, comes to life in her paintings of circus
performers, a series that she returned to repeatedly in the 1930s and early 1940s. Through
dynamic depictions of active, intrepid, and skillful women on stage at the circus, Izquierdo
explored a theatrical sphere in which her own experiences of performing gender were carried out
to new logical ends.
Izquierdo’s relationship to the circus dates back to her childhood, when itinerant carpas and
sideshows cropped up in her hometown of San Juan de los Lagos. 37 Several sources attest to
Izquierdo’s fascination with the circus: according to her younger daughter, Aurora Posadas
Izquierdo, the painter occasionally visited the circus during off-hours to watch the performers
rehearse.38 The photographer and close friend of the artist Lola Álvarez Bravo suggested that
“the pleasure that María got from the [circus performers] was not that of the spectator; rather she
seemed almost to be inside, like another popular element.”39 Izquierdo thus seems to have
identified with the circus performers on a profound level, seeing their world as a kind of transient
utopia apart from the limitations of her strict Catholic upbringing and onerous responsibilities as
a single mother. In this realm, suspended halfway between fiction and the real space of everyday
life, Izquierdo observed likeminded women who served as protagonists, took calculated risks,
defied expectations, and received recognition for their fearlessness, merit, and skills.
The earliest group of Izquierdo’s circus scenes from 1932–33 focused on individual performers
and single, controlled acrobatic stunts. In works such as La cirquera and Caballista del circo,
female performers outfitted in graceful attire balance on one foot atop galloping white horses.
Their poised statures dominate the spare compositions, which exclude any scenery that would
easily identify the backdrop as a circus. Instead, the austere settings blur the distinction between
the existence of actual horsewomen in traveling carpas and Izquierdo’s creation of these
liberated performers as a modern feminine ideal.

9

Figure 3. María Izquierdo, Autorretrato, 1933.
Oil on canvas. Location unknown.

In 1933, Izquierdo painted a self-portrait in which she, too, occupies the circus environment
(Figure 3). A slight curve across the top of the composition suggests the circular perimeter of the
circus ring, inside of which a white steed sprints across the floor. In the immediate foreground,
Izquierdo painted herself before a fence post, which perhaps marks the outer edge of the ring or
represents an obstacle mounted within it. Her appearance in this work is remarkably pared-down:
she wears her hair down, little if any visible cosmetics, and a knotted scarf that drapes across her
simple blouse—a stark contrast to other self-portraits by Izquierdo from the early 1930s where
she presented herself highly made-up and in styles ranging from Tehuana dress to modern attire.
Izquierdo regularly painted herself in elaborate braided hairstyles, dark makeup, and eyecatching clothing and jewelry. By crafting a visible self-image that deployed both pre-Hispanic
customs and contemporary fashion, she presented herself as quintessentially “Mexican” in a way
that appealed to and fascinated her male peers. 40 By comparison, her self-portrait in the circus
represents one of the least staged paintings of Izquierdo in existence and suggests how carpas
constructed a reality for the artist separate from her creative persona. While her circus scenes
celebrated the performance of a modern femininity, Izquierdo also saw this performative mode
as one where the authentic, unadorned self could assume the stage—indeed, for the artist, the two
coexisted in her understanding of herself.
Izquierdo’s circus paintings from the end of the decade expanded her focus on performance to
group routines and backstage settings that explored relationships, dependency, and selves beyond
the stage. In these collective scenes, each performer adds to the overall collaborative spirit,
sharing the circus ring rather than competing for centerstage. The sheer range of acts that
Izquierdo depicted—acrobatics, gymnastics, dance, balancing stunts, and equestrian tricks—
created a constellation of possibilities for her talented and daring subjects. The results produce
feminist realities: self-contained worlds of fantasy, self-assuredness, kinship, and support.
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Figure 4. María Izquierdo, En el circo, 1939.
Gouache on paper, 41.9 x 49.5 cm. Collection Marilyn Maxwell, Santa Fe.

The artist incorporated an actual audience in En el circo, a rare sighting across her carpas series
(Figure 4). In the upper register, a pair of tightrope walkers execute a challenging routine as they
meet toward the center of the suspended wire. Even as they wobble slightly—one on a single
foot, the other bracing herself on one knee—an intergenerational group of three women and two
children cheer them on from their seats in the foreground. These audience members sit at the
edge of the ring and immerse themselves in the act, applauding this treacherous segment of the
show. They function in a way similar to the trapeze net positioned beneath the aerialists, forming
a supportive zone and encouraging the performers to persevere. Through this glimpse onto the
outer limits of the ring, Izquierdo hinted at the sense of community that can sustain leaps into the
unknown.
Izquierdo’s choice of carpas as artistic subject matter throughout the 1930s illustrates her
understanding of performance as a pivotal tool for rewriting traditional gender norms. The circus
offered a realm between fantasy and reality where women carved out space, asserted agency, and
gained recognition through their mastery of technical skills. It served as a popular venue in
which women could express virtues beyond the commonplace tropes of submissiveness,
modesty, and maternity. The idea of the circus as a parable of modern liberation allowed
Izquierdo to explore the performativity of femininity within everyday life, as she forged a
personal association with the circus artists and the ways they circumvented social expectations in
pursuit of their craft.41 Further, the imagery of carpas also underscored the specific ways in
which performance could be assumed as a strategy to rehearse different realities. Izquierdo
highlighted how women entertainers embodied performative selves in the circus ring as a means
of recalling the ordinary enactment, and therefore mutability, of feminine identity in daily life.
Much like the aerialists and acrobats she depicted, Izquierdo walked a fine line between
competing cultural agendas to ultimately pave her own path as a professional artist. In the
transcript for a radio broadcast that Izquierdo delivered at an indeterminate date between 1934
and 1944, the painter laid bare her views on the gendered obstacles that circumscribed her and
other women artists’ experiences. 42 The address, titled “La mujer y el arte mexicano,” is
anchored by a critique of women’s exclusion from formal artistic training and the ways this has
hindered their ability to contribute to the history of art—a prophetic precursor to Linda Nochlin’s
1971 essay and feminist mainstay, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” 43
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Izquierdo, in her broadcast several decades prior, proposed strategies that would enable women
to prevail over these historical biases:
I think that for a woman to achieve success,. . she ought to have an ample spirit of selfcriticism and of struggle, and never lose her femininity, always feel physically and
spiritually like a woman, feel with force in order to create, never feel inferior or superior
to man, and always consider him a companion in equal conditions. All this is difficult to
attain, but if a woman achieves consciousness, has ambitions, directs her forces, knows
what she wants to conquer... . then I am really sure that she will triumph as long as she
can overcome the obstacles that arise.44
In this speech, Izquierdo’s rhetoric of gender essentialism positions femininity itself as an
important factor in women’s emancipation. She insisted that women must not abandon their
gender, but rather view self-assertion as an extension of their feminine identity. Still, according
to Izquierdo, the feminine woman is “spiritual, self-sacrificing and humane. Her ethics are clean,
and she is happy to be a mother, because she has in herself a creative force.” 45 At first glance,
this description undermines the feminist visions represented in her work. This type of language,
however, belonged to a relatively conservative view shared by many self-identifying, middleand upper-class feminists in Mexico. Further, Celeste Donovan cautions against a literal reading
of public statements by Izquierdo such as these, which “strategically navigated a social terrain in
a way that would advance her own progressive principles while making them palatable enough to
the ears of social convention.”46 In shaping her public persona, Izquierdo likely elided overtly
feminist remarks that may have risked being seen as radical or threatening to the status quo.
Even as she balanced this ambivalence in her daily life, Izquierdo’s circus paintings reveal a
different reality, one in which she set into motion feminine subjects, agency, and control.
Antonieta Rivas Mercado and María Izquierdo: Duet
It is unclear the extent to which Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo were acquainted. 47 While they
undoubtedly knew one another and frequented similar spaces, no evidence exists of any active
collaboration or significant personal relationship between the two. Nevertheless, the pair bears a
multitude of similarities that come into relief through an examination of their time with the
Contemporáneos circle and experiences within the landscape of Mexican modernisms. As I have
argued, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo saw performance—both literal and imagined—as a way to
rehearse feminist scenarios that pushed beyond the narrow confines of traditional values and
cultural nationalism in the early twentieth century. The potential for theatrical expression to
bridge fiction and reality, the stage and the quotidian, offered a powerful means of redefining
social expectations of femininity and enacting emancipated selves across the realms of theater,
painting, and beyond.
In the case of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, the alternative cultural current championed by the
Contemporáneos offered greater flexibility in which to challenge and reorient the gendered
parameters of the postrevolutionary era. Many observers saw little distinction between the
women and the predominantly queer men of the Contemporáneos orbit. The Bolivian writer
Tristán Marof perceived both in a derogatory light, declaring: “Between the ‘faggot’ group
[grupo ‘jotista’] and women there is really little difference... . . I cannot understand why such
charming ladies have chosen the hard work of writing to please the bourgeoisie.”48 Although
Marof appears more sympathetic to the agreeable literary and artistic women, he still sees them
as deserting their customary social roles and serving the cultural elite. Furthermore, Marof’s
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diminishment of women’s cultural contributions dismisses both their visibility and the
multifacetedness of femininity.
Still, in a cultural environment that quickly cast judgment on women who assumed untraditional
roles, the Contemporáneos network offered a valuable affinity through which to defy sexual and
gender norms. As Zavala writes of Izquierdo, in the 1930s, the painter “allied herself with
dissident groups, among them cultural cosmopolitans, homosexuals, and even estranged French
Surrealists, who actively used their difference to create new spaces not only in the margins but
increasingly at the center of the cultural order.” 49 Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo’s tactical
affiliations with the Contemporáneos therefore signaled a desire to align themselves with other
sidelined individuals with whom they could transform the discourse of modernism. They
knowingly identified the Contemporáneos collective as one that would support a broader range
of artistic expressions and construct other Mexicos in which multiple femininities could coexist.
The restrictive boundaries and strong patriarchal overtones of cultural nationalism oftentimes
impelled women to identify unconventional tactics to influence the Mexican state’s present and
future.50 For instance, the degree to which male figures attempted to “claim” Rivas Mercado and
Izquierdo illustrates the fraught and possessive nature of this masculinist realm. Rivas Mercado,
following her time with the Ulises and Contemporáneos circles, joined Vasconcelos to chronicle
his presidential campaign; after Rivas Mercado died months later by suicide, her once-unknown
“suicide note,” which partially pointed to Vasconcelos’s romantic rejection of her, was later
published in a collection of her texts. However, Pesola claims that this note, attributed to Rivas
Mercado, was actually ghostwritten by Vasconcelos in an attempt to assert his own virile legacy
by reserving for himself the position of the unattainable lover. 51 Relatedly, Rivera, as previously
discussed, pigeonholed and laid claim to Izquierdo in order to bolster his specific vision of that
which constituted an authentic, albeit primordial mexicanidad. This manipulation of Rivas
Mercado and Izquierdo as cultural pawns relates to broader discourses of gender and control in
the 1920s and 1930s. As Mary Kay Vaughan notes, in a moment where the Revolution had
expanded women’s access to previously off-limit public arenas, “threatened artists and
intellectuals turned women into traditional archetypes they could control.”52 The remnants of this
patriarchal desire to contain women and reassert power over them through symbolic means
infiltrated broader cultural practices. For example, in addition to the examples of Rivas Mercado
and Izquierdo, in 1925, the Estridentista writer Arqueles Vela organized a fictitious sale of
women in the periodical El Universal Ilustrado. 53 The piece priced different feminine archetypes
according to their amenability and appearance, and auctioned off the “common woman” ($12.50,
price reduced from $25), “beautiful woman for the mornings,” “complicated woman for the
afternoon,” and “woman for the theater.” This hyperbolized commodification of women
literalizes the more subtle manipulations that Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo experienced,
highlighting the overarching cultural attitudes with which the pair had to contend and, ultimately,
overcome.
During this period of rapid shifts in the meanings of gender, demands for women’s rights,
polarized views of feminine virtue and social roles, and heightened attempts to restrict female
participation in public and professional spheres, women like Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo
assumed alternative positions from which to intervene in modern culture. For the two, themes of
performance, fiction, spectacle, and gender formed the core of their aesthetic and professional
practices, which found support in the form of the Contemporáneos circle. Rivas Mercado’s work
with the Ulises group provided a backdrop for her to stage experimental performances and
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express feminist ideals, whereas Izquierdo invoked the image of circus performers to allegorize
her own desire for artistic and personal freedoms. Seen in tandem, both figures embraced the
possibility for cultural practices to conjure up new social scenarios and modern femininities that
they hoped might translate from imagined fictions to postrevolutionary norms.
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